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"Our children are going forth into the world,** she
thought, listening to the unfamiliar, nocturnal sounds of
the city which crawled in through the open window, rus-
tling the leaves in the garden. They came from afar, tired
and faded, and quietly died within the room.
Early next morning she polished the samovar, boiled
the water for tea, noiselessly laid the table, and sat down
in the kitchen to wait for Nikolai to get up. At last he
opened the door with a cough, holding his glasses in one
hand and the collar of his shirt in the other. They ex-
changed greetings, and then she carried the samovar into
the other room while he washed, splashing water on the
floor, dropping the soap and his toothbrush, grumbling at
his clumsiness.
At breakfast he said to her, "I perform a sad duty at
the Zemstvo Board—that of observing how our peasants
are being ruined." He smiled guiltily. "Undernourish-
ment is killing the peasants prematurely. Their children
are born weak and die off like flies in autumn. We know
all this, and we know the reason for it. We are even paid
salaries to observe the process, but that's as far as it goes/*
"Are you a student?" she asked him.
"No, I'm a teacher. My father is a factory manager in
Vyatka, but I became a teacher. In the village I distributed
books among the muzhiks, and for this I was put in
jail. After serving my sentence, I became a salesman in
a bookshop, but through my own carelessness I was put in
jail again and ihen exiled to Arkhangelsk. There, too,
I got into the bad graces of the governor, and was shipped
to a little village on the shore of the White Sea, where I
lived for five years."
His voice flowed on smoothly in the bright, sunny room.
The mother had by this time heard many such stories, but
she could never understand why the people who told them
were always so calm, as though they were speaking of
something inevitable.
"My sister is coming today," he said.
"Is she married?"

